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That rsi with effort led down the Godavari from the mount 
Brahmagiri; but could he bring her back from the Eastern 
Ocean? Thus, seeing the even harder task of a palindrome- 
composer, the experts will see the limit of citrakdvya indi¬ 
cated by Surya. 

(RKVK, colophon) 


1. Citra, gati and vilomakavya,' an introduction 

CitrakSvya constitutes one of the most extreme experiences in Indian 
literature. Its simplest definition may be “ornate poetry", thus applying to 
diverse compositions. According to Rudrata', “where we find variegated 
verses, in shape of an object, made of letters in order in an indirecfway, 
that s a atm . Ornate poetry’s essential achievement is as'carya, “marvel” 
that blooms in our hearts 1 2 3 . A more detailed explanation comes from Bhoja 
t it Maharaja of Dhara. In his Sarasvattkanthabharana h he tells: 

varnasthdnasvardkdragatibandbdn prattbayab / 

niyamastadbudhaih sodha citramityabhidbtyate II 

So this marvel can be raised by pictures (akdra, bandha ), games of 
consonants (only one, two, three or all in order), places of articula- 


1 Kavyalamkara V. 1. 

' See Namisadhu’s commentary on loc. cit 

3 11.109. 
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(o/Jti \ Here we are: inverting the regu- 

- ** • 

pratiloma?. Dandin 4 * 6 says: 

is caUe”;*. " 

, « • - n » a very common figure. Its 

Vtlrnia has its basis on yamk>, ™ ar fhe satyartabbirmanwi varmmrn 
simplest definition is given by Mamma. • 7 ^ again those let- 

sa punah sruti 1 9 "when you alrea y aa ) b| listen ing can be obtained 

tel but with a different « yr ^”he letters, 
in many ways: one of this * exactly aU Sanskrit literature. 

Vilma is a common device spread g contain entire 

Occasional uses are very frequent an Y irely palindromic 

sections dedicated to this and other wordplays^ ^ ^ ^ 

compositions are limited m n j t [ ie RagbavayadavTya of 

ZTJL^a, our “Ittatfng the stones of 

Vehkatadhvarin (composed in 1605 and g 

R "fy K tSeis a sub-division also amongst palindromes. As Surya 
puts it: 

savuksaranghrirvimdhamUha jjffydf bhaved J m uya II 
wmnabhhmartbataya dvtdhadya bhmmtoam 

Samdksardngbri and *«***«®* ** is the ^ SeP ” tIOn ” “* 
S'has equal letters, hut different meaning; the second sound and 
sense diverse. // 


4 AsDmdindid'Wthhisprince -mutiterf” of inD*«»lo> m, “ <: ““ 

It is important to note, Indian palindromes work by syllables: tbe dismast 

is sTmata. 

6 Kavyadarsa HI-7 3- 

7 Kavyaprakasa 1^.682 £ Iavadha XIX. 

s Kiratarjuniya XV, ois p 

9 rkVK prastavana 5- 
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Our poet is well versed in both of them, but since samaksaranghri may 
result too monotonous, he doesn’t indulge too much in it. Two among 
three of these verses appear in the philosophical section of RKVK, where 
the necessity of telling a different story is less urgent and some sentences 
can be kept with the same meaning. This is probably the best example 10 : 

dram viramcirna dram virandh sdkdrata satyasatdraka sd / 
sdkdratd satyasatdrakd sd dram viramdrna dram virandh II 

(First two pddas) The long-lasting Brahma is not so long-lasting Brah¬ 
ma: the incarnation of Rama is endowed with the true tdraka mantra 
that is the brahman. / 

(Last two padas u ) The incarnation of Krsna lasts forever, and in front of 
him even the starlit sky is destined to perish. Long-lasting Brahma is 
nor so long-lasting Brahma 12 . // 


2. Daivajna Sri Suryakavi: life and works 

All we know about Suryakavi comes from his own works. In the 
introduction to his kdvya n he calls himself daivajna , that is, an astrolo¬ 
ger. We possess two of his technical works: a commentary ro the math¬ 
ematical treatise LilavatT and an original Suryaprakds'a. Acarya Baladeva 
Upadhyaya in his well-known History of Sanskrit Literature 14 gives also 
notice of a Nrshnhacampu. The Indian scholar reports also Surya’s gotra 
(Bharadvaja) and his grandfather’s name (Naganatha). Surya gives us 
details of his scholastic career, up to the degree of deary a. He was trained 
by his own father Jnanadhiraja, called respectfully suganaka , “a good 
mathematician”. Thus, the harshness of exact sciences were part of fami¬ 
ly’s heritage, but the work he attained fame for is not concerned with cal¬ 
culations and horoscopes. Indeed we can say that Rdmakrsnavilomakdvya 
discredits the “pundit prejudice” that astrologers (and ayurvedic physi¬ 
cians) are awkward poets. 


10 RKVK 2. 

11 That is, the first two read from right to left. 

The meaning is almost uncatchable, but the commentary helps us in finding 
some coherence. 

1 ' RKVK prastavana 1. 

14 Upadhyaya 1983, 422. 
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We know nothing and‘myttologTcal 

present in the text are a kj can help The dating is not 

geography. No mention c -oration to the 16 th century can be 

problematic, sl “ e “ es n an d philosophical quotations 16 , 

SS £. t= 

— - - — in 

this sense could be useful. 


3. Structure and contents 
The poem presents a 

prastdvana (7 verses), 5 verses e _ story The essential auto-com- 
issues; 31 verses contaim & 1 of the two avatar as 

mentaty closes with a two-verses colophon ^TheO ve ot rf ^ 

are told by Sutya in a most surprising way^tete^^P ^ ^ 

verse regards Rama (Ranufa so ,i cetnj grsna (Krsnal>akut). The 
to left, we obtain the last two/ , ' Srmadbbdgavata and 

poet follows traditional episodes hom Ramayw * fey ^ 

Harivamsa. The episode of Uddhava (25, ) contains 

S/IU for the defence of UM 

passages from phagavata Fmana , « 4 the poet enu- 

The introductory » W »g^ contain a poe J drome> dl f„ 

merates the three greatest i icu skilfully he has overcome 

ficulties we have to keep in mindto. see how between 

them. They ate: 1) the filling of verses 2 the ftom the 

normal and reverse reading; 3) keeping older in 
beginning: 


m verse 14 the word samacara “behaviour” appears in the mea- 
15 In the commentary to \erse 1 Cf>rTVinf i r rhanae that remains in Hindi. 

ning .C7^ (15 '" “ nt ' > pos,tions on 

aed n, where an unknown lesson is 

qUOt To m ni. to 1 (Bhagavadglta V.12; X.20) and to 4 (Bhagavadglta XI.54). 

20 Comm, to 4 (Isa Upamsad 11). 
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Chandahpuranamutkramakramavidhau sakahksatd tatpade- 
svarambbdccarite kramo ’pi sutardmetatrayam durgamam f n 

But difficulties seize also readers: no matter how learnt we are, 
to read such a composition is very challenging. This merciful admis¬ 
sion comes from a quotation of Pihgala (we could not find the exact 
reference), detailing the hardest obstacles to the comprehension of 
citrakdvya s: 1) the ellipsis of relative, demonstrative pronouns and 
verbs; 2) the optional use of visarga at the beginning or end of pddas\ 
3) the necessity of laksand and vyanjand as additional criteria for inter¬ 
pretation: 

adbyaharo yattadorvd kriydydh padadyante vd visargo ’visargah / 
kutrdpyubyd laksand vyanjand. vd vidyadetam citrakdvydnupurvdm 22 // 

Of course the difficulties are many more, and without the aid of the 
commentary (and in my case the blessing of my Guru) it is impossible to 
understand anything. But at least, Surya has been away from three harm¬ 
ful faults: 1) the abuse of monosyllables; 2) the mention of unknown 
events; 3) the use of difficult grammatical forms. As he cheerfully says 
closing the mahgala , in this poem you will find only “vin cotto 

Naikdksardni chandoktirndprasiddhabbidhanakam / 
naiva vydkaranakl'istham draksdpdko ’tra kevalanP H 


4. Status of editions 

I hough RKVK enjoys a sort of mythical status, and it is always 
mentioned as an example of Sanskrit “fanatic” acrobatics, it is not really 
well known. In the western world it was edited in two bulky compila¬ 
tions -1 of Victorian era, now almost disappeared from libraries. At least 
for Haeberlin’s work, not a big loss, since it was a poor transcription of 
an unknown manuscript, without commentary. 


21 RKVK prastdvana 2. 

22 RKVK prastdvana 8. 

23 RKVK prastdvana 7. 

2 i Haeberlin’s Kavya-sangraha and the vol. XI of the Kdvyamdld series. 
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SSSSSSSS^s 

revised edition is very hoped for. 

5. Prosody 

One of the most remarkable features of RKVK is the presence of a 

J hi»h number of metres in such a short poem. In the narrow 

field. 1 "of 36 verses we find 6 different chandas, chosen amongst the com- 

If Insknt repertory and conjugated in an admirable musical 
monest of banskiit repertory, * > o an d short 

~m besl » ^ch 

^equilibrium of ganas and yatis finds a counterpoint in^the shortness 

Raghavayadavlya of Venka^adhvarim In this presence of 

rihses p ■ 7d L having corned what 

long syllables. Though he com P a more refined 

Bhoja calls a svaracitra, no doubt burya demonsu 

metrical ability. 


25 We forgive a slip in the scansion of verse 10. 

26 Lienhard 1984, 148-150. 
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6. Alamkaras 

Surya is appreciably sparing in using figures. Of course, such a poem 
can be viewed as a unique, 36 verse long ornament, but the lack of too 
many metaphors and comparisons is somehow a blessing and paradoxi¬ 
cally make it more pleasant. This is both a cause and a result of viloma 
poetry: filling a palindrome with sophisticated metaphors could be too 
much challenging, not to say boring. 

Nevertheless, we could find at least three noticeable alamkaras , upama 
and atis'aya. Certainly the most beautiful lays in the last verse ( krsnapaksa ), 
in which the beauty of the ex-hunchback Kubja is exalted: 

Lanka rankdgdradhyasa. nl yarn ineyd kdrdvydse / 

Sevyd rakd ydme neyd samdhydrdgdkdram kdlam // 

Since the gods were all in jail, as he walked in Lanka Rama thought: 
What a miserable place! / 

So beautiful to deserve favour, next to The Black she shined more, as the 
brightest full moon in the darkest night. // 

Another atis'ayokti regards Rama, encouraging vdnaras, in building 
Adam’s bridge: 

vd dides'a dvisTtayam yam pdthoyanasetave ! 
vetasena yathopdyam yantasTdvisade diva I ! 21 

He said to one ape in building the sea-passage: Not one, but two Sltas 
we’ll catch. / 

Without transgressing politics, ICrsna holding the sceptre was the lead¬ 
er in that auspicious day. // 

7. Language 

The uniformity of Indian poetic language is generally so extreme, 
that we frequently run into poems written 20 years ago, looking exactly 
like 10 cent. AD compositions. This is the reason why we are often una- 


27 RKVK 32. 
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ble to date “ “d 

even Sanskrit chang P ’ , , RKV K offers us a very neat 

somehow reflects the flowing of ouR that really 

classical language, and despite its difficulws P from the 

gives us pleasures in reading, ne o t of a refined elite (exactly 

like ancient India s court puD ) sense we can 

avoids at his best any ““ Mr style. Compounds are 

somehow assume it as a P , • so that we are not 

short, nouns and verbs are declined with regulamy, *> signI fi- 

overcome by hyper-compos.tion and lack of syntax. Verse 

cant in this sense. 

tavadeva dayd deve ydge yavadavasana I 
nasavadavaya geyd vede yadavadevata 

As unselfish the sacrificer, so merciful God / the 

The god of the YSdavas can be sung in the Veda, 

body // 

Here, the to- of light ™-U -sm con,unctmn with tl. many 

- first half give 

the s'loka a pleasant sententious^flaw^ offeE some peculiarities 

As for the choice^ ^ e ’ ffective words . For example, at_ 6 

l:“KS— 

The late character of the poem can be slightly 

liar words, not available m classic ,1 P™° ^ d j n t h e commentary 

are obtained adding avalaksana “bad men. 

to 10 {krsnapaksa) avaya is th 0 Sanskrit and we have no 

But avalaksana is not pertaining to c: some how classic 

notice of it in classical lexicography Agam 

Bohtlingk and Roth). This meaning come etymological 

at 19 (samapaksa) we find apatmpa lack of shame , ety 

coinage with no precedents. yerses ( rem ember Surya’s 

admts" 6 WMSuka Deva addresses King Panto: to- 
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“having the spiritual search completely good”. The commentary explains 
a- as samantat “d tout rond ’, and it is like saying nothing. The same d- we 
md also at 6 and 30, with the same slightness. Very common in this sense 
is also the presence of conjunctions like vd and atas (5, 22, 23). 

A curious example comes from verse 7, in which ydhi “go!” is repeated 
twice in rdmapaksa and once in krsnapaksa. This may be considered a very 
glaring error. But the poet stand up for himself in the tlkd: he explains 
tiat this is vipsitadvirukti “an intentional repetition denoting continuous 
and successive action . Surya certainly knows his job! 

The most remarkable device is probably a totally original one, really 
specific of vilomakavya. In fact, for its frequency and efficacy, and for the 
impossibility to employ it in different poetry, we must regard it as the 
very peculiar device in composing palindromes. There’s no definition of 
it in Indian criticism, and probably it is not even codified, but only an 
implicit trick by a very clever poet. Let’s see what it is. 

In verse 5 Rama is described as dhiro “resistant”, while in the back¬ 
ward section, the equivalent rodhi is referred to the man “controller” of 
his passions. Up to here nothing special, just the obvious development 
of the palindromic process. But few verses below, at 15, the couple 
appears again. Here we have W/w “not controller”, but the twin dhiro is 
iere used in antonomasia to indicate Dhenuka, one demon slain by Lord 
rsna. The same we find at 24, where “resistant” are both superb Rama 

udatta rama ), and Divine Govinda, “resisting” too much in his frivolous 
love for Kubja! 

The very same stratagem we find with another perfect couple: ksara 
decay and raksa “protect”. At 6 ( rdmapaksa) ksara denotes human beings 28 
In the next verse we find ksaramydhi. Here ksaram is explained as ndsayogyam 
manuyadeham manly body destined to annihilation”. To put it in simply: “go 
to Rama . And to conclude, at 9 {krsnapaksa) ksaratd means prapancdtmakatd 
that is, the transience of the earthly world, defeated by Krsna. The poet thus 
adapts disyllabic words of generic meaning to the most varied contexts 
to good and evil characters, engaged in killing demons or loving country- 
maidens. This special feature constitutes in fact a peculiar application of slesa 
(double meaning): but m viloma poetry attention must be kept not only to 
pure semantic openness, but also to words’ reversibility. 

Surya uses slesa also in single words: for example the noun aeara 
use generally in Sanskrit as “house”. Etymologically it means “not 

~ s Lat. 'mortales . 
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IX a religious poem! Since it would not be proper to insert a refer- 
Tce to the Scriptures in every passage, the word veda is not meant always 
ss referring to the s'mti, and in the 12 (ramafaksa) the poet uses the witty 
of rnda = na janati. This is in fact a crystallized ^ f^fficulfform, 
tense) 30 from the root V vid “to know . Long from being ’ 

d"t a veTy well-known one, and confers to the verse an elegant and 

mastery touch. 

8. Wunderkammer 

In this section we will collect particularly weird facts, ingenuous 

»sSfS^r5Sg:5 

b. «,..i , 

analogically a/22 0 knnapaksa ) we have lama, translated in Hindi as 

1 was not aD t to use constructions not 

desperationis. The strict rules fore P enmetimes the 

properly orthodox. Even if the results are appreciable, some “™ s 
liberties lay just too wide open, and deserve mention At p2 we fin 
twice the suffix -tas, classically having ablative value. In anulrna read¬ 
me aravmh stands for abn, "by day", that is, a locative of ™Tf«e 
consider the relative freedom of Sanskrit case this wou ( 

curious but vilmna presents vabnitab = vahnm, an object in accusativ . 

n me case we really feel to reproach the poet, that tried to deceit us. 
in one cas y n t i-. e c |ieat Indra with a 

Narrating Ahalya's tale (ramapaksa 28) he calls the Che 

usual epithet - the Good Protector (. su-traman ). But burya 

7lZ l never-seen-before compound that could only mean some- 

29 Eng. ‘real estate’ or It. "immobili . 

50 Gr. Oi5a. 


The Ramakrsnavilomakavya of Daivajna 5>ri Surya Pandita 


57 


thing like constipated because of a thread . This “mistake” is certainly 
due to prosodic necessities (krsnapaksa has matrasuttamata) and without 
paying attention to the separation into parts of the noun we could even 
not notice the mistake. As it happens with many traditional epithets of 
God, not always we know their meaning, or we even find bizarre (medi¬ 
cal) etymologies. But the fact that the commentary quotes the sloka of 
Amarakosa containing the epithet in the wrong reading really confront us 
with a question: was he in good faith, forced to read a corrupted copy of 
the lexicon , or are we facing his last, cunning trick? 

Alessandro Battistmi 
University of Rome, La Sapienza 


Abstract 

Upstream-Flowing Rivers: The Ramakrsnavilomakavya of Daivajna Sri 
Surya Pandita 

City akdvya is the poetry of marvel. This “extreme poetry” has one of its 
highest, and less known, representatives in Surya the Astrologer (16 th 
cent.). He is the author of the Raniakrsnavilomakdvya , a superb palin¬ 
drome laghukavya narrating at one time the stories of Rama and Krsna. 
This paper will display the first impressions after a preliminary reading 
of the poem. After a short overview of viloma poetry, we will present 
the features of the RKVK with particular attention to its linguistic and 
poetic devices. Such an astonishing composition, unique of its kind, 
certainly deserves more attention and an up-to-date edition for the 
scholarly world. 
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